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Introduction 
Urban morphology investigates the form, history and evolution of the built environment (Moudon, 1994); 
phenomenology studies people’s perception and interaction with a space (Cresswell, 2004). This paper presents 
preliminary research about the relationship between social behaviours and urban form using a theoretical framework 
based both on typo-morphology and phenomenology. The study focuses on two particular subtropical leisure cities, 
Gold Coast in Southeast Queensland and Greater Miami in Florida. Both regions have a similar climate, an urban 
pattern based on grids or canal estates and recurrent main building typologies like single-family mansions or high-rise 
apartment blocks (Abby at al., 2011; Longhurst et al., 1996). What these two cities also have in common is a 
composite population with an elevated percentage of historic and recent migrants (ABS, 2012; USC, 2012); both 
towns heavily depend on tourism, which means a transient population uses the built environment and influences its 
dynamics. Gold Coast and Greater Miami are generally perceived as unsafe areas with a noticeable presence in the 
media about their crime rates (QCMC, 2009; Florida State University, 2011).  
 
The relationship between built environment and social behaviour has been previously investigated; the innovation 
proposed by this research is to study perception of place in leisure cities at multiple levels. Locals, migrants and 
tourists have different understanding of the built environment in the same location (Duff, 2010); this understanding 
affects the use of space and the desire to visit or avoid some precincts. Gold Coast and Greater Miami, like other 
cities, undertake new major projects that aim to provide communities not only with facilities, but also catalysts for the 
local sense of place and identity (Felicity, 2010). The aim of this research is to compare the built forms of the two 
selected case studies to investigate their influence on the local sense of place; this paper presents two pilot 
explorations and the main research preliminary findings about people's perception of the built environment in relation 
to specific urban morphologies and building typologies. 
 
Background 
Gold Coast and Southern Florida have quite different histories, but both areas have been settled mainly in the late 
19th century and beginning of the 20th century, railway connections had driven the urban expansion as well as 
supported the growing hospitality sector; both regions grew as global tourist destinations and today they host a varied 
international population. Recent migrants come mainly from other states but also overseas. Southern Florida 
historically has a strong Cuban community, about 50% of the current population (USC, 2012), while Gold Coast has a 
high presence of migrants from New Zealand (8.8%) and the UK (6.6%) (ABS, 2012). After World War II, new leisure 
infrastructure transformed both regions into supersized amusement parks. The availability of affordable temporary 
accommodations and the varied recreational offer have also branded Gold Coast and Southern Florida, especially 
Fort Lauderdale, as prime destinations for youngsters. 
 
The subtropical climate and proximity to the amenities have allowed the evolution of a particular lifestyle with a focus 
on outdoor informal activities; to increase access to waterways, a particular urban form based on canal estates has 
evolved in parallel to car-based developments since the second half of the 20th century. Both regions typically present 
a strip alongside the seashore with high-rise buildings and a mixture of temporary and long-term dwellings. Inland 
canal estates alternate with more traditional suburban developments based on cul-de-sacs and polarised around big 
commercial centres. 
 
High percentages of transient and recent migrant population would suggest Greater Miami and Gold Coast have a 
somehow vague sense of place; both regions present themselves with a strong image based on lifestyle and leisure 
activities (Abby at al., 2011; Longhurst et al., 1996). Major developments aim in part to support this brand, but other 
projects, like the Adrienne Arsht Center for the Performing Arts in Miami or the proposed Gold Coast Cultural precinct, 
aim to create catalysts for the community and enhance the local identity. 
 
This dichotomy between the perceived external image of these cities and their actual character parallel the contrast 
between distinct morphological regions in the two urban areas. Urban morphology has consolidated tools to 
investigate the built environment; three main schools of thought, Italian, British and French, have emerged since the 
first half of the 20th century (Moudon, 1994). Every school has its specific approach to the study of the urban form: the 
Italian, based on the work of Muratori and Caniggia, focuses in particular on the evolution of building typologies and 
how this influences the urban fabric; recurrent typologies are indicated as central elements that characterise the 
identity and form of a town (Caniggia et al., 2008; Muratori et al., 1991). The British approach, based on the studies of 
Conzen and Whitehand, instead investigates cities starting from three elements: the urban plan, the building fabric 
and the land use (Whitehand, 1987). The interrelation between these factors contributes to an explanation of the 
historical grain of the built environment. The French school works more from the social point of view, with an 
interdisciplinary approach aimed towards understanding the urban development and its dynamics (Moudon, 1994). 
 
At a different scale, phenomenology investigates the relationship between people and context at a more sensual level 
involving mainly the actual perception of a space filtered through the socio-cultural background of a subject (Norberg-
Schulz, 1979). The two disciplines, morphology and phenomenology, can work on the same object but usually they 
have a disjoined approach due to the differences in scales and tools applied, more quantitative in the case of the 
former, qualitative for the latter; both disciplines investigate the character of a built environment and, ultimately, its 
sense of place. 
 
Placemaking has been discussed in different ways; De Certau (1984) and Duff (2010) point out how personal 
experience can generate a different perception of the same context, charging a space with meaning for a subject or 
population that might not be evident for other groups. Traditionally, different triads are proposed to explain the 
essence of a place; Lefebvre’s theory suggests a concurrence of conceived, perceived and lived space (Lefebvre et 
al., 1991). Casey discusses how “there is no place without self and no self without place” (Casey, 2001, p. 684). 
These theories suggest how built form is only one side of the complex issue of place identity; how an environment is 
perceived and lived by different populations also contributes to forming the character of a built environment. This 
study suggests how the mental maps of phenomenology can complete the physical maps of urban morphology. 
 
Research Design 
In order to understand the relationship between built form and people’s behaviour in subtropical leisure cities, the 
research collects quantitative and qualitative data through a framework based on Lefebvre’s triad. The project starts 
with 2 preliminary pilot studies in Southeast Queensland, both developed in collaboration with students in the final 
year of the Master of Architecture programme at the Queensland University of Technology. The main investigation is 
then articulated in 3 different phases implemented first on the Gold Coast and then in Southern Florida. 
 
The first pilot addresses the perception of Gold Coast from the point of view of residents and tourists. This study, 
developed with Andrew Fairhall, is articulated in preliminary interviews to identify places generally perceived as nodes 
and central in the everyday experience of the participants. Data collected inform a questionnaire about a selected 
number of locations; in particular, participants identify elements they associate with Gold Coast. Negative attitude 
towards places is also recorded, asking to detail what generates the stigma. 
 
A second pilot delves more closely into urban form and people’s perception. This project, part of Clare Kennedy’s 
master thesis, identifies 4 locations between Brisbane and Gold Coast. The selected case studies have a similar cul-
de-sac layout and are characterised by detached single-family houses. Two locations have been built in recent years 
while the other two more are than 20 years old; two case studies present a homogeneous environment due to the 
repetition of the same dwelling model with limited customisations. The remaining two examples have instead all 
different building types and styles. This pilot collects preliminary data through on-site observations and mapping; this 
information contributes to the development of a detailed questionnaire distributed to the residents of the 4 locations. 
 
The main study is articulated in 3 different phases and builds on the experience of the two preliminary projects. In the 
first instance, the perceived space is investigated through online surveys; these have two versions, one for locals and 
the other for visitors; both generally have three sections; participants are asked about their experience in the broader 
urban area and then in a specific suburb they choose, usually the one of residence. A second section relates to other 
suburbs in the urban area that participants enjoy visiting or try to avoid. In both cases respondents are asked to 
compare this neighbourhood with the one where they reside. The final part of the survey aims to profile the 
participants and their socio-cultural background. The online survey collects data mainly addressing the perceived 
space, but it also includes some questions to understand how participants use the built environment. 
 
The information collected in the first phase informs the other two stages of the research, which delve into lived and 
conceived space. Analysing the answer patterns in the survey, two sets of suburbs are individuated; ones participants 
indicated are enjoyable, the other from the ones participants try to avoid. The selected neighbourhoods are the 
objects of a detailed spatial investigation. The second phase of the study investigates the conceived space and 
applies the traditional tools of urban morphology. A first step is recognising urban patterns to reconstruct the 
accessibility of the selected suburbs, their emergences and characteristics in terms of layout. The second step 
addresses the built form through a figure-grounds map to investigate the relationship between open space and urban 
fabric. Indicative street and urban sections are then drafted on the base of images collected through site visits or 
Google streetview. These diagrams are then used for a typological investigation; Nolli maps are reconstructed using 
data sourced from real estate agencies. The information collected allows the detailing of morphological regions based 
on the more recurrent building typologies in the selected suburbs. 
 
The final phase of the research investigates the lived space. Some data are collected through the online survey; land 
uses and functions are evaluated through cartographic information and planning documents. The profile of suburbs is 
then completed with statistical data addressing demographics, but also migration, land value and crime rates. The 
information collected is synthesised in thematic maps aiming to represent the relationship between perceived, 
conceived and lived space. 
 
Preliminary Findings 
The research at the moment has completed the first phase in Southeast Queensland and the online survey is about to 
be launched in Southern Florida. The findings of the first pilot project indicate that beaches and theme parks are 
recognised features of Gold Coast both for locals and tourists. The brand of leisure city is confirmed by the data 
collected, but it is also evident that Surfers Paradise is perceived as a negative space often associated with crime and 
violence. This image is quite strong in both groups of participants although it varies based on the age group 
investigated. Tourists generally do not explore Gold Coast and limit their experience mainly to beaches and resort 
areas; residents’ use of space is more articulated and gravitates around nodes outside the leisure environment, like 
Robina Town Centre. 
 
Stigma towards areas is not always based on personal experience and in many cases participants have admitted to 
avoiding suburbs based on their reputations; apart from zones perceived as unsafe, some respondents have also 
indicated a negative attitude towards neighbourhoods perceived as high markets and elite enclaves. The first project 
has identified that although locals and tourists have similar perception of the built environment, their use of space is 
different and their everyday experience focuses on different habitats in the urban environment. 
 
In the second pilot study, findings have been classified into two groups; group A refers to developments with a 
homogeneous image based on repetition of the same building model. Group B includes the streets with a varied 
image generated through the use of different styles and types. 100 questionnaires have been distributed in the 4 
selected streets; data show that only 50% of participants in group A think their dwelling has a strong identity, against 
80% of group B. This trend is also confirmed by responses on the image of the street. Both groups indicate that the 
front gardens are the strongest elements affecting their perception of the built environment. The main difference 
between the two groups is that A evaluates that the image of the street is not improving over time while B perceives 
the space redevelopment as ameliorating the appearance of the environment. The second project has identified how a 
varied streetscape is more likely to enhance a sense of belonging to a place, creating a closer connection between 
residents and dwellings. 
 
The first phase of the main study, based on 123 answers about Southeast Queensland, has confirmed beaches and 
natural amenities as the main feature identified with Gold Coast; lifestyle is another central element, while cultural 
facilities are generally not recognised as a strong feature. In choosing the suburb of residence, participants give 
precedence to lifestyle, then affordability. Safety is quite relevant, but not the reputation of the neighbourhood. 
Personal experience is generally the element that has informed the location selection, but in this case the general 
perception of the suburb has been indicated as quite relevant. The majority of the participants are satisfied with their 
choice of suburb and their own dwelling, but 78% admits they would consider moving for better employment 
opportunities and lifestyle. The local community is not valued as a key factor of the lived space; few participants admit 
to close relationships with neighbours. Responses about the perception of the broader urban area indicate 
Broadbeach and Robina as recurrent preferred destinations, although these areas are not evaluated as better quality 
with respect to the suburb of residence. Neighbourhoods that participants try to avoid have been indicated as Nerang, 
Labrador and Surfers Paradise. Personal experience and reputation of the suburbs are the drivers that have 
influenced the perception of the areas visited or avoided. Media play a relevant role in the case of places with a 
perceived negative image. Data of this last section partially confirm the first pilot. Participants generally are proud of 
their dwelling; it is also clear that respondents enjoy customising their environment and being able to improve their 
house and front garden. Also, in this case, the main survey confirms the preliminary data of the second pilot. 
The answer pattern generated by the online survey will now guide the second phase of the research, based on the 
detailed morphological investigation of selected suburbs. The case studies are identified by triangulating the 
information on suburbs of residence, neighbourhoods avoided and recurrent everyday destinations. 
 
Discussion 
The preliminary phases of this research indicate that natural features and especially beaches are recognised as the 
main element in structuring the identity and image of Gold Coast. Two contiguous areas, Broadbeach and Surfers 
Paradise affect people’s mental image of this region in two completely different ways. The layout of these two suburbs 
is similar, but the relationship between built form and waterfront is quite different, presenting a wider buffer area in 
Broadbeach, where it is also possible to identify a greater variety in building typologies and land use. Interestingly, 
Surfers Paradise is currently undergoing new major tourist development and a refurbishment of public spaces. These 
main projects aim to strengthen the image of this suburb as a leisure location, but from the data so far collected, they 
do not have a strong impact on residents’ perception of this neighbourhood. Other flagship interventions, such as the 
new Metricom Stadium or Skilled Park, do not feature as catalysts of the local sense of place and these kinds of 
amenities are not recognised as central by the participants. The comparison with Southern Florida will allow a more 
detailed discussion of the role of major projects in defining the local sense of place; based on the data collected so far 
lifestyle and general environment are suggested as more central elements in the everyday experience of the 
participants. 
 
Conclusions 
The investigation of the relationship between urban form and people’s behaviour is still in the preliminary phase, but 
preliminary findings indicate that the general qualities of the urban environment are more relevant to residents than 
major developments or flagship interventions. Indirectly, participants in this study have indicated dissatisfaction with 
the car-based morphology, stating that they would prefer to cruise their suburb on foot. The thin connections with 
neighbours indicates also that the actual urban form does not enhance a strong community, rather it isolates dwellers 
within their houses and fails to provide social space within the streetscape. Further research is needed in this area 
and the future phases of this study aim to identify more in detail which element of the built form influences a strong 
sense of place. In first instance the comparison with Florida will provide a clearer understanding of the relationship 
between a specific urban form and people’s perception of the built environment. 
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